There have been exciting technological developments as well. Gerald Kidd Jr. and colleagues designed and tested a novel hearing aid prototype that uses eye tracking to direct the microphone array to focus on the intended speaker (J Acoust Soc Am
2013;133[3]:EL202-EL207).
In addition, the new iPhone includes a Hearing Aid Mode, and a search for "hearing aid" in the App Store found 89 apps. A cell phone with an embedded hearing aid chip debuted in Germany and China. This integration trend between smartphones and hearing aids will likely revolutionize not only the hearing aid industry, but also the entire consumer electronics market.
There have also been interesting trends in service delivery. Silverstein's first argument made sense: patients, particularly the elderly, have both sight and hearing problems that could be addressed simultaneously in the same office. His second argument raised a concern and several eyebrows: patients trust their ophthalmic physician and know that they receive quality care. We in the hearing field need to do a better public relations job to raise our profile.
When I was writing this editorial, the U.S. government had just ended its 16-day shutdown. Although the shutdown itself had little effect on hearing care, its long-term effects, together with the previous sequester cuts and future uncertainties in debt ceiling and health insurance reform, can be devastating. The 10-percent National Institutes of Health funding rate is already a historic low.
While it is encouraging to see the formation of the Hearing Industry Research Consortium by the six largest hearing aid manufacturers, the extent of cooperation and the level of funding aren't high. This year, the consortium received 24 "excellent" proposals but was only able to fund two-a dismal eight-percent success rate.
To help support investigator-initiated projects and train the next generation of researchers and practitioners, the hearing industry needs to step up to the plate.
